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| Can Hear The Sound of a Heartbeat 


by LoneswaggingRanger 


Summary 


The hunters throw their mage into Dimitri's cage and he wants to tear him limb for limb the 
moment he sees him until he realizes- 


The mage is collared. He is a slave begging to be claimed. 


e Inspired by in bocca al lupo by envysparkler 

e Inspired by lupus zonam by Sword _Kallya 

e Inspired by A Sunny Afternoon by Peren (Periazhad) 

e Inspired by In Control by Peren (Periazhad), withthekeyisking 
e Inspired by Missing Piece by DaisyBirb 


Heart Stops 


Chapter Notes 


asfdasfhdksalfdkm right now I'm just a bundle of nervous energy for the first time in a 
long time because I can't believe I'm finally working up the courage to post a work 
inspired from the grand, one and only Mage in a Wolf Pack series. I've only tagged on 
five of these works from which many themes were shamelessly borrowed from, but 
seriously, if you're here, and you enjoy this sort of whump, please give all the works in 
this series a kudos because they are all freaking aMazIng. 


And!! OPs!!!! If y'all are here reading this, please know that I hope you don't mind, 
and I really really really enjoy all of your works and I hope you enjoy this as much as I 
did yours!!!! <3 


(I'm basically an over-enthusiastic fangirl for the verse at this point lmao XD) 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


When the bars come open with a clang, Dimitri’s ears prick upward. When the wretched mage is 
tossed in, and the bars swing close again, he pounces, claws tearing into said mage’s shoulder, 
fangs seething. Some other wolves bear a similar reaction, rumbling and prowling, a bound fury at 
the reprobate who forced this fate upon every single one of them. 


The mage trembles beneath him, throat bared and gulping down whimpers. Something akin to sick 
satisfaction washes through Dimitri as he snarls in his face. 


A leering snicker sounds from outside, and Dimitri doesn’t need to turn to recognise the 
unmistakable rasp from the head hunter Eskender. He smirks. “They’ II eat you alive.” 


The mage doesn’t answer. 
“See you tomorrow, boy," The hunter shrugs as he leaves. “If you’ re still here, that is.” 


Dimitri, still blinded by the raging haze of the past months, of fighting tooth and nail to not end up 
like most of the wolves trapped under this godforsaken mesh - cowering in the corner with nothing 
left of them except their fear. Thankfully, fear does not know Dimitri at the moment, and he is 
determined never to know it in turn. 


He sinks his teeth into the crook of the mage’s shoulder, taking pleasure in the way he gasps and 
shakes in pain. He wants to rip off all his flesh, chew him a slow death for forcing his shift, for 
separating him from pack, for leading him to this endless travesty of pain anger pain anger pain- 


His snout hits something hard as he reaches the mage’s neck. He looks up. 
A collar. Leather, graven with runes - an inhibition. A mage collar. 


Dimitri halts, anger clearing abruptly for the first time since his capture, in place a fraught 
bemusement. His gaze lines down, and suddenly he realizes that the mage is naked, his torso 
littered with bruises, scars - whip marks, knife wounds and most recently, a deep fucking wolf bite. 
He makes to pull away. 


Unexpectedly, the mage shoots out his other arm - the one that hadn’t been mauled - and weakly 
tugs Dimitri’s jaws back to his shoulder. His eyes, a fervent sapphire, stare pleadingly back at him. 
“Claim this slave,” He begs, voice barely above a whisper. “Claim this slave, Master. Please.” 


The mage is clearly delirious. Dimitri lets go. 


There is no point in torturing a delirious slave. The other wolves seem to think the same, all of 
them following when he walks away, leaving the mage to stew alone in his litany of begging 
nonsense. 


This is the sorry excuse who has imprisoned them all. Perhaps in some distant world, where 
Dimitri was rescued and safe, he would have felt empathy for the mage, he would have comforted 
him in his agony, would have sympathised with his lack of choice. But right now, Dimitri thrives 
on vindication, and clings to it like a life source. He needs to be angry, not kind. 


He’s not afraid, like the mage. He's not weak. 


Jaime is not afraid. He resigned himself to this fate long ago, when he pled to go with the hunters, 
when they first ransacked his village - this is his own choice, he knows. His own choice, to be a 
pawn for the hunter’s cruel ministrations against what they consider subspecies, to answer their 
will for fear of what they might do to his home had he not proffered himself up as he did. 


So he should have no right to complain, this being his own doing, but he is just, he is just so tired. 
Every part of his body aches, from the dull throb in his shoulder, to the whippings not given a 
chance to heal, reopening when they scrape hard against gravel, to his backside that has been 
broken through way too many times to count, to the innate knowledge that all he has done to 
survive till now would be all for naught. 


“T can’t believe it,” Eskender. ““You’re not dead!” 
So the sun has risen. It is morning. 
Somewhere on the other side of the cage, the wolves are growling, lowly. 


Eskender clicks his toungue, and immediately the collar starts caving in, pressing against his 
already bruised throat as Jaime gurgles and writhes, white hot burns searing his skin as the collar 
runes light up red in patterned successions. 


The collar responds to the key holder’s displeasure. Someone must have passed the key to 
Eskender. They usually swap the key around, so he wouldn’t know whose displeasure ignited his 
punishment, only that someone was displeased with him - but perhaps having him beaten behind 
bars made such endeavours rather pointless. 


“You know how bad boys should greet their master,” Eskender crouches simpering beside Jaime’s 
spasming form. “Present.” 


Quickly, and long ago Jaime would have appalled by just how quickly, but right now no part of 
him can logically think to resist. This is weak of him, true - but shit, resisting just meant more pain 
and Jaime, Jaime doesn’t think he can take any more. 


He staggers up to his knees and elbows, back arching, arse protruding for his master’s viewing 


pleasure. He knows how this looks, a wanting whore with dried blood and cum caked round his 
loose hole from the night before. His face buries itself into the ground, ignoring the various set of 
eyes observing his debasement from outside and within. 


Two fingers stab their way in, and Jaime lets escape a breathless gasp. 


“T’m surprised you still have it in you, you know,” Eskender speaks conversationally, as if he isn’t 
force-fucking ruthless digits in and out of Jaime’s anus. “Thought we taught it out of you.” 


Three fingers now, twisting against his insides, shoving in and out, in and out- 


“But you’re quite the stubborn one, aren’t you?” Eskender laughs, curling his fingers so Jaime’s 
toes curl right with him, even though he doesn’t want to, he doesn’t want to- “Still resisting, after 
so long. I’m almost impressed.” Another hand traces the long hook scar travelling down his spine, 
and Jaime shivers at the touch, cold and unfeeling. “You remember this, don’t you?” 


He does. He got it on his fifth month with the hunters. They dragged him in with the hook they 
used to wrangle in the wildest wolves. 


Nails dig into the stripes overlaying the hook scar, breaking more blood. Jaime whimpers. 
“How did you get that scar, mage?” 
A direct question. “This, this -ah- This ungrateful slave tried to run away, Master. It is sorry.” 


“Ts it?” He drags him by the ankle till his backside hits the wards he himself had been made to 
spell onto the cage bars, the wards that only burn the skin of its occupants but not those holding the 
key. Lightning tendrils spike, and he somehow finds the strength to yelp. “Is it really?” 


“Tt is, it is,’ He howls, as Eskender starts shoving his whole hand into him, unheeding of the blood 
weeping within. “This slave begs forgiveness, Master, it won’t happen again, it won’t-” 


“Why did it happen?” The fist pauses for a second, and Jaime breathes at the mercy, however little 
that it is. “Why did you let the wolf go?” 


“This slave begs pardon, Master,” Jaime presses his forehead against harsh stone, and he thinks he 
must be bleeding from there as well, judging by the sticky moist smeared down his chin. “But she- 
the wolf looked like a child.” 


She was a child. When Jaime saw her from afar, she was clearly just another child lost in the 
woods, strayed from her pack, about to be caught in a hunter’s net. Jaime knew what would have 
happened if she was - he would have been ordered to make her shift, to place her in this very cage 
withholding the rest of her kind. In a day, a month, maybe a year, she would be killed for her fur 
and Jaime would be a part of that process. She would lose her childhood, lose everything of her 
home, lose all that she was to a life of captivity. 


Jaime found he was too weak to let her face such a fate. He warned her off. 


“Tt is an animal,” Eskender’s fist starts pumping again, but slowly this time, Jaime’s treacherous 
body rocking backwards as a thumb grazes his prostate, a mockery of pleasure. “It’s like all the rest 
that we’ve captured together. It kills. It preys,” A punishing squeeze. “So we hunt them like they 
hunt others. We are the hunters, they are the prey, so we kill them. Do you understand?” 


He was filthy, bleeding and burning. Even if he didn’t understand a word, he would have said yes a 
thousand times. 


The hand skirting his scar reaches to yank Jaime’s head up from the ground, gripping his hair tight 
and forcing his neck to bend upwards. His eyes catch the huddled mass of spectating wolves. 


“Look at them, boy,” Eskender croons, like a father teaching his unruly son a hard lesson. “Do you 
think they care that you let one of them go? Do you think these animals won't sink their fangs the 
moment I'm gone?” 


The wolf from yesterday snaps its teeth. 


Jaime looks away. 


Dimitri can’t bring himself to look away for even one second. It is one thing to know that your 
captor lives a victim, it is quite another to experience it right before your eyes. 


The hunter was- the hunter was raping the mage with his bare fist. 


Dimitri looks on, in a distant sort of horror, as the hunter pulls out his fingers to almost 
immediately work a wooden plug into the poor mage, as if he isn’t already bleeding, as if his body 
isn’t already limp from all the abuse it had just withstood. 


“A small reminder,” The hunter pats the mage’s marred ass, and his lips are actually smiling. This 
man is a monster. “Ill let you out if you’re good, okay?” 


The mage nods against the ground. 
“Use your words, mage.” 
“Yes, Master. Thank you, Master.” 


The words are spoken so swiftly Dimitri doesn’t think the mage himself even realises that he said 
them. 


The hunter leaves. Dimitri looks on. 


Jaime doesn’t know how long he stays there, head plunged in stone, stuck unmoving in the same 
position that Eskender left him. The disgusting full feeling of the plug filling his insides blur out 
most of his awareness. 


Occasionally, rough Dilip would come and wriggle the plug, a chortle chasing his own cry, or Miss 
Irina would arrive to scrape taunting nails across his beaten arse. He could hear some of the other 
hunters making lewd noises behind him, but honestly he couldn’t be bothered. He has no shame 
left to have. All of them had used him before, one way or another. 


When night comes with a chill, and Eskender stops by to throw him a piece of stale bread, ordering 
him to eat like how bad boys deserve to eat, Jaime obeys. He crawls gingerly to the bread and eats 
it off the ground, even after Eskender walks away, he eats it that way. There isn’t much point in 
defying an order with the collar on, albeit unseen. 


He is about to settle back into position, when a brush of fur tenses his joints. His head tips up, 
meeting the gold eyes of the wolf from yesterday. The wolf that bit his shoulder. They had every 
right to, really. Jaime had spelled them into never emerging from their wolf shift, severed their 
mental bonds with their pack so they wouldn’t be able to track them, and then robbed them of the 
basic instinct to howl for home. Jaime had left them powerless, lost and tortured in a hunter’s 
camp. 


The wolf that is now circling past him, round and round, again and again and Jaime doesn’t know 
what to do except freeze, don’t move, don’t make a sound. 


He squeezes his eyes shut and holds his breath, anticipating the merciless fangs to tear into the still 
aching wound. He deserves this, he knows he does, so he shudders, and waits. 


And waits. 
And waits, and waits, and waits. 


The fangs don’t come. What finds him instead is a soft tongue lapping at the wound in some form 
of... penance? Jaime’s eyes spring open. 


Perhaps there is some chance for hope after all? 


Jaime licks his lips bitten raw, and he knows he has no right to be so presumptuous, to suggest 
anything after the world of torture he subjected these wolves to. Yet, he opens his mouth, because 
he has never been very good at doing what he knows. 


“Claim this slave, Master,” He tries for a plea, but the derision in the wolf’s snort says much 
enough as they move forward to guide Jaime away from the bars. They must think Jaime mad. 
Jaime does not relent. 


“Master- Master Wolf, listen, please,” He speaks quietly, fingers risking to clasp at the wolf’s dark 
grey pelt. “The mental shields that this slave has so erroneously placed on you-” He feels the wolf 
bristle, and inside he quavers in fear, but outside, there is no fear left that is not already shown. “- 
they only bar you from reaching your pack. If you would claim this slave - and this slave 
apologizes for speaking so boldly - but if you will claim it, your pack may track us. They may find 


”° 


us. 

The wolf stops at this, and Jaime swallows nervously. His suggestion is by no means small, he has 

basically just asked the wolf to take him in as slave for his pack. Jaime isn’t even sure if that’s how 
packs work, but it is what he has been taught. As long as an individual submitted to an acquiescing 


wolf, with the alpha’s later approval, pack bonds could theoretically extend to the one who 
submits, no matter their status. 


“This slave can be useful, Master,” Jaime promises, curling further into himself. “A-and this slave 
understands it should have no right to beg place within your ranks but, please-” The wolf starts 
skulking forward again, this time with eerie warning flaring in their eyes, so Jaime wisely clamps 
his mouth shut. 


Save yourself, he thinks, close to his heart. You can kill me after, just. Save yourself. 


In the end, the wolf only shakes its snout once and then continues pushing Jaime so he stumbles 
out of his obscene pose, wincing as the plug pushes uncomfortably deeper, though obeying the 
wolf’s silent wishes for him to lie on his side. He lets the wolf pull him away from the bars, closer 
to the huddled masses staring with unsettling eyes. He has to show that he can follow orders, that 


he can listen, that he is ready to serve. 


But it is not in a slave’s nature to dictate its place, so Jaime keeps silent, even as the wolf and their 
counterparts move to press their furred bodies all around him, as they grant him the mercy of 
warmth. 


Jaime keeps silent. The wolf continues lapping at his shoulder. 


The days pass in a glaze, as they often do since Dimitri got captured. The only difference now is 
that they have a stark naked mage crawling with them in their pen. Each time Dimitri thinks one of 
the hunters will finally release the mage from this punishment - or whatever it is they think putting 
him in here might accomplish - he is wrong. They don’t even remove the plug from his swollen 
ass. 


They come to taunt, to jeer, to laugh at the mage’s pitiable state. More times they make him move 
back and forth on his hands and knees, or choke and swallow on their revolting members. One 
particularly vicious demoness of a redhead made the mage hold out his hands between the bars so 
she could slice vertical lines down his arms with a rusted knife. Each time the mage flinches from 
the pain, his skin touches the cage bars that Dimitri knows from experience to burn like a bitch. 


There is one good thing that comes from the mage being here though, and if it has to be only one 
good thing, Dimitri is grateful, albeit morbidly, that it is the novelty of the mage’s presence which 
averts the hunters’ usual attention from the wolves to the mage. It means more pain for him, and 
less death for the wolves. Dimitri is not fool enough to think this treatment a coincidence. The 
statement Eskender is making seems rather clear. 


Save the wolves, and you won’t ever be safe. Never. 
Dimitri feels almost sorry for him. 


Almost, for although he decides the mage too pitiful to bully in the moments that they are left 
alone, he is still not so stupid as to admit him into his pack. 


The mage begs this of him every night, to be claimed, and every night Dimitri shuts down the 
notion with a snarl, or a chiding nip to his ear. The mage quiets rather significantly after that. 


It is obvious that the mage knows nothing of what pack means. He thinks pack something anyone 
can waltz into, as long as the situation is dire enough or as long as one is willing enough. And how 
is Dimitri to trust that the mage won’t lead the hunters straight to his pack once he gets knowledge 
of their whereabouts? 


Besides, even if he were to trust the mage enough to ‘claim’ him, the standing fact remains that the 
Hearthstone Pack does not make a habit of admitting slaves. His pack aren’t monsters. 


So no, Dimitri thinks, as he once again tugs the mage’s sobbing remains away from the wards. The 
mage cannot be pack, for pack is love and trust and commitment and home. He doubts the mage, 
as he has lived, knows any of that. He doubts the mage even capable of knowing any of that. 


“Master, Master, please- anh- please,” Jaime begs, but only because Eskender allows him to, as he 
rams himself into Jaime again and again, relentless, heartless. His rapturously large rod drags with 
each thrust, satisfied with every little noise he draws from Jaime’s broken throat, every weak 
protest that escapes the mage’s mouth music to his ears. 


He likes watching his mage cry. 


He’s taking him on his front, because he knows his mage is skittish by the proximity clinging to 
his master’s torso with both his arms, for if he does not, he will be leaning back into the guarded 
bars that have left more than nary a burn on the young thing’s scarred back. Poor boy, to be the 
subject of such pain. It's his own fault, though. 


When Eskender releases, it is with a deep grunt and his mage’s heaving sobs. He hangs there a 
while, savouring the afterglow while his boy grapples uselessly for stability, shuddering and 


gasping. 


He waits for his mage to stop shaking before throwing him back into the pen, and following him, 
the wooden plug which Eskender knows to spread him out nicely. “Put it in.” 


He watches the plug fit beautifully into Jaime’s loose hole, Eskender’s own cum still dripping 
inside. 


His mage, panting on the ground, a hoard of wolves snarling at him from the corner. What a sight. 


“Have you learnt your lesson, boy?” He asks this quietly, seriously, because he needs Jaime to 
understand that Eskender isn’t the monster here. That title is reserved for those who are unnatural, 
who strut these lands with their super-powered strength while humans are left with nothing but 
bare flesh and bones. 


He needs Jaime to understand that this is a hunter’s punishment. 


Jaime sits up on his haunches, still naked, still tearful, neck bent low. Eskender thinks he looks 
most beautiful this way. “This slave has learnt, Master.” 


He hums, fixing his breeches and rinsing his hands in the water basin where the wolves usually 
drink from. Well, the wolves and Jaime, now that he’s been left there for around a week now. 
Eskender stands towering over the mage, and just because he can, reaches through the bars to yank 
Jaime’s head up and close to the bars. “Do you know why I took you in?” 


“This slave does not dare presume your wishes.” 
Eskender rends Jaime's disgusting scraggly hair tighter. “Take a guess.” 


The mage gulps, and Eskender almost wants to shove his dick deep down that slender bulging 
throat but he refrains - some self-control is warranted, perhaps. He’s teaching the boy a lesson here. 


“M-my master is so generous and kind, to bestow this slave chance to provide its services,” The 
boy shifts his pretty doe brown eyes downwards, quivering under Eskender. “This slave is eternally 
blessed, eternally grateful for my master’s good will.” 


“Yes, because if I didn’t, my hunters would have demolished your tiny little village and left no one 
alive,” Eskender leans down, pulling Jaime’s eyes to meet his. “Your village of old and youths 
would have had no chance challenging us.” 


His mage remains silent. 


“I’ve had so much patience in disciplining you, teaching you so as to best serve us. I’ve taken my 
time with you, invested in you most tirelessly - because, one, you’re very pretty,” Eskender winks 
as his mage’s breath hitches, bending further so his lips grazes against his mage’s right ear. “And 
two, if you don’t, sadly I might just have to pay your little village a visit and take another one of 
your pretty siblings.” 


At this, his mage’s eyes widen, and his entire frame stiffens but he doesn’t make a sound. Eskender 
has taught him far too well for that. 


“So you understand? I’m protecting you here.” 
His mage nods fervently, delicious desperation evident in every pore of his pretty body. 
“Good,” Eskender lets him go, appeased, and then hands him a knife. “Then go kill a wolf for me.” 


His mage is frozen. Eskender smiles, he must be so surprised to still be allowed this chance. But 
Eskender is a fair man. He knows his mage has learnt well. His mage will make the right choice. 
He’s been training this boy for seven years. There is no way his mage won’t make the right choice. 


His mage is smart. He shakily accepts the hilt from behind bars. 


The mage is so fucked. 


“Go on, now,” The head hunter says amiably, nudging the mage backwards. “I want a wolf pelt rug 
sometime today.” 


Dimitri sees what Eskender is doing. He’s sure Jaime sees it as well, but honestly, if he does end up 
killing a wolf today, Dimitri doesn’t think he can blame him either. He’s seen what sort of torture 
the hunters put him through, he’s been there for most of it - the rapings, the beatings, the torture. 
Dimitri knows that if it were him, he wouldn’t even have to think for a second. 


Out here, without pack, it’s a dog eat dog world. Everything is survival. 


So when the mage crawls over, he immediately pads forward, stands on guarded defence, blocking 
the other wolves with his larger physique. If the mage were planning to win his survival with a 
wolf’s death, let it be known that Dimitri had no qualms surviving if it meant the mage's death. 
And Dimitri will survive this, he’s lived too long in this stupid pen to be taken down by some weak 
cowardly slave. 


The mage inches closer, his injured legs dragging behind, and Dimitri knows he could kill him 
now. He could lunge forward, carve his claws directly into the mage’s heart and let him die a 
quick death. 


He doesn’t. 
He waits for the mage’s eyes to rise, and coolly, he raises one brow. 
It’s you or me, mage. 


He lets the mage make the first move. He supposes that’s only fair, given the fucked up situation. 


Jaime doesn’t know what to do. In front of him is the gold-eyed wolf tipping his snout sideways, 
halting in front of the other wolves, implication clear - Jaime is to get past him before he even 
thinks of killing anyone else. 


Behind him is Eskender’s impatience, ordering Jaime to get it over with so he can be rewarded 
after, promises of food, clean water, clothes to cover up with and- and the godforsaken plug out of 
his ass. 


It hurts, it hurts so much, everywhere hurts - his arse from all that ripping, his guts from all that 
stretching, his back from all that burning and his shoulder, still untreated from the beginning of the 
week. If he were human, it would have morphed to be an infection by now, but he is not. He is a 
collared mage with magical reserves still available to keep him alive and leave him hurting. 


God, it hurts, he cries as he gradually lifts the knife high, the golden-eyed wolf raises its claws in 
answering slow defense. He doesn’t want to have to do this. He doesn’t want to do this. 


This, of all things, hurts the most. These wolves have given him more warmth than his wretched 
self ever deserved from their kind, sheltered him through cold nights, passed him scraps of meat 
even in their own dire situation which he had been a part of inflicting. And now, they must all be 
barricaded from him, for he is once again the only threat present in their cage, even if he does not 
want to be. 


But Eskender is watching from behind, Miss Irina cooing, rough Dilip cheering, along with many 
other hunters - Clem, Emelina, Bertoli - all of them anticipating this last final act that will seal him 
as theirs. He will not just be a distant figure complicit in their crimes. He will be the actor. He will 
be, after seven whole rotten years, fully, fully theirs. 


Despite everything hurting inside, despite all the temptation simple compliance grants, Jaime finds 
he doesn’t want to be theirs. He hesitates with this rebellious notion, knife freezing mid-air. These 
wolves are the only beings that have shown him kindness in all the years that he has left his 
village. He cannot kill them. He will not. 


He knows what he must do instead. It is the only right thing he may ever be able to do, and if this 
must be his last act of resistance, he is silently proud that it will be this. For all the pain that 
resistance will do, in this case, it brings also release. 


This is his only chance to make things right. 


Jaime closes his eyes, and plunges the knife straight into his own beating heart. 


The head hunter Eskender hollers a shout the same instance Dimitri realises what the mage plans to 
do. He leaps forth, instincts spiking to push the blade out of the mage’s stupid hands before he 
stabbed it into his stupid heart, but he is too late, too late and then he is left staring blankly at the 
pool of blood gushing out from the wound. 


It is a strange sensation, to gain strength as one feels weak. The unmistakable relief of his pack 
bonds returning to him, the wash of power as all around him the wolves rush in rampage with 
renewed strength, pouncing down on the head hunter when he stupidly decides to come storming 
into the pen, breaking down the now harmless pen, he is strong, they are all strong- 


Dimitri noses at the buried knife, whining, a dark pool of panic seeping in him because the mage, 
the mage is panting on the ground, gurgling and choking, and he might just die and Dimitri doesn't 
understand why he would do something like that- 


Dima! Dima, we have you, Dima- 
We’re on our way, Dimitri- 
Everyone to the woods NOW- 


He hears all their clamoring voices, his pack, his Hearthstone pack, and he should be gratified, 
should be up in arms with the other wolves snapping and ripping hunter throats with their teeth but 
he- he’s looking down at the mage and he can’t move. He can’t look away. 


The mage is choking in his own making of pain, he isn’t dead yet, somehow and Dimitri had been 
right in front of him and he didn’t- he could have- 


Dima. 

Dimitri stilled. His alpha, Lada. 

We’re coming to you. 

How long, he asks, because he needs to know. 
Less than three minutes. Stay calm. 


Stay calm, okay, okay- Dimitri could stay calm for less than three minutes. He could do that. He 
takes a breath. Calm ripples through him. He turns human. 


The mage’s collar comes off with a clatter, someone must have killed Eskender, or some other 
shithead holding the key. Good. Dimitri could only regret not being there to wring out the 
monster’s dick himself. 


He considers the knife still lodged in the mage’s body, and oddly he recalls Ash’s stern tone telling 
him that no, you do not pull out a knife when it’s stuck inside your body. Call for help, Dima - But 
there is no one here to call for help, only Dimitri and the stupid mage, there’s nothing he can do but 
wait until help fucking arrives because he has literally no medical expertise. The last thing he 
wants is to accidentally kill the mage in his endeavour to save him. 


The mage is dying and he doesn’t even know the mage’s name. 


He extends a hand, to smooth the mage’s hair back, but the mage flinches in answer and Dimitri 
immediately pulls back. He runs the hand through his own hair instead. 


“T’m Dimitri,” He offers, stupidly. 
The mage squints up at him. “Has this slave been good, Master Dimitri?” 


Dimitri wants to slam his own face to the ground. He was so stupid, god, he should have just 
admitted the mage into pack the first chance he got and then he wouldn’t be here dying on a 
freaking stab wound- 


“You saved us,” Dimitri whispers, a little hoarse. “You saved us all. Thank you.” 


“Master Dimitri,” The mage croaks again, looking way too distant for Dimitri’s liking. “Has this 


slave-” 
“Your name,” Dimitri crouches lower down still. “What’s your name.” 
“Jaime.” 


“Jaime,” Dimitri rolls the name off his tongue, pushing the onslaught of panic and guilt down to 
the depths of his heart that was still beating because of this mage named Jaime. 


Jaime shudders, so much blood coming out of him, and should Dimitri staunch the wound? He 
didn’t have any cloth, could he use his hands? Was that sanitary? 


“You must go quickly, Master Dimitri,” Jaime moves, suddenly frantic, and then starts coughing 
up blood to the side again. “My magical reserves- I missed the heart, I’m sorry but I am not dead 
yet, my magic might still heal me, the hunters might still gain control-" He weakly pushes Dimitri 
away from him. "Master, you must-” 


“Jaime, Jaime, no,” Dimitri immediately bends down and cradles the mage’s face in his hands. “It’s 
okay- My pack, they’re coming, we’re going to be safe. Eskender’s dead, everyone’s out there 
killing hunters, we’re going to be fine, okay? So stay alive, keep breathing, please.” 


The mage, his eyes still disconcertingly wide, nods and nods and nods and Dimitri doesn’t think he 
registers anything other than the order to stay alive, please. 


“Was I good, Master Dimitri?” 
Dimitri lets his forehead press against Jaime’s. “You are good, Jaime,” He croaks. “You are.” 


They don’t say any more after that, only stare at each other’s soul because Dimitri doesn't want to 
test if the mage’s eyes will fall shut if he looks away. The mage- Jaime couldn’t die. Dimitri had 
been prepared to fight him, not watch him kill himself and he really, really didn’t know if he could 
live with himself if the mage’s eyes actually fell shut or glazed over or- 


Dima. 


Behind him, someone drapes a fleece blanket, thick as can be, over his shoulders that sag the 
moment warm arms settle round them for the first time in months and he doesn’t have to look up to 
know his pack is here. He's safe. He thinks he points haphazardly to the mage, and he thinks he’s 
saying words about saving and owing lives, but someone - Lada, his alpha - shushes him and he 
finally, finally, breaks in her arms. 


He sees Ruslan and Kouta flock round the mage, sees Ash arrive with emergency medical supplies, 
and watches the mage get gently placed on a stretcher and hustled out of the pen. 


Lada, in all her protective glory, picks him up from the ground and carries him back to pack. 
They’re safe, Dimitri tells himself, they’re safe. 


You are, Dima. 


Jaime’s eyes are allowed to slide shut. He is safe. Master Dimitri tells him so. 


He is safe. 
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He remembers the agonizing experience of a pointed edge puncturing the wrong place under his 
heart, remembers scrabbling for death, remembers his hands trembling from a lifetime’s worth of 
pain hunger pain hunger- 


He remembers, vaguely, the wolves sending the hunters to their doom, setting the camp ablaze. 
This is it, he remembers sighing, my retribution. 


He also remembers the wolf- his wolf, the golden-eyed one - Master Dimitri telling him to stay 
alive and though Jaime really, really didn’t want to, orders were orders and Master Dimitri is a wolf 
which means he has every right to order him alive, to punish him for all the heinous acts 
committed, to make him hold on. So he does. 


He asks Master if he is good. Master tells him he is. 


He holds on. 


Jaime wakes to blessedly warm sheets, soft pillows, thick quilts, and the tell-tale thrum of magic 
coursing through his veins. This is how he knows something is horribly, terribly, irrevocably 
wrong. 


He shoots up immediately, because this sedate sensation of warmth and comfort is so out of place, 
so undeserving for one of his station and Jaime needs to grovel, to thank whoever capable of 
granting him such mercy with his knees on the ground, beg, plead, do whatever he can to prolong 
this moment of reprieve. This is a test, it has to be, the hunters would never- Jaime doesn’t know 
why, doesn’t know how, but he knows he has to pass this test. 


“Jaime?” Master Dimitri. “You’re awake?” 
Jaime freezes. He stays still, drowsy mind jogging up to reality. 


“Hey, hey,” Master Dimitri pushes himself off the floor- why is he on the floor, he shouldn’t be on 
the floor, Jaime should be on the floor - walking closer, slowly, surely. “You’re safe, Jaime. 
You’re with pack.” 


Pack. He’s with Master’s pack. There’s a brick furnace crackling heartily on one side, dim 
fairylights strewn from one end to the other, and further down there is a wooden door, small and 
unassuming. Jaime has been put on a bed, an actual one, not the ragged mats the hunters reward 
him when he’s good - this one has delicate satin sheets and cotton fluff filling the mattress. 


Jaime shudders. There can only be one reason he would be allowed the privilege of a bed so 
extravagant. 


Master Dimitri starts forward. “Are you cold?” 


Jaime does not dare reply, does not dare move a muscle, not when Master Dimitri comes to cover 
his shoulders with yet another blanket, not when he settles down on the farthest end of the bed with 
his knees propped to his chest. 


He closes his eyes, inhales. He owes Master Dimitri this, for all that has happened. He can do this. 
Master Dimitri is a kind man, albeit rough at the edges, but he is kind, Jaime doesn’t think he will 
do anything so intentional to harm him, not even when he... does that. Even if he does cause Jaime 
pain, it is within his utmost rights, for what is this slave’s suffering compared to that of the 
captured wolves across seven years? 


“So, um,” Master Dimitri fiddles with the hem of his loose tunic. “There are- there are others. In 
the camp." 


Others. There are others he has to serve. Jaime tries very hard not to cry inside. 


"They're all real eager to meet you, but I asked them to wait because I didn’t think you’d be 
comfortable being smothered by everyone so soon.” Master Dimitri continues his rambling. 
“There’s Mirza, who’s going to shower you with all the motherly affection she can the moment she 
meets you. And then there’s Ash, who’s basically the very cautious doctor of our pack, and Ruslan, 
who’s been more protective than even me guarding that door.” 


Someone’s guarding the door. Jaime knows his place, but the precaution makes sense nonetheless, 
what with them allowing his usage of magic. 


“Lada’s our pack alpha, she handles everything - and I mean, everything. Khali’s pack second, she 
makes sure Lada doesn’t go too crazy reigning in all of our asses,” Master Dimitri’s hands are 
fidgeting, nervously. (Why is he nervous?) “But of course, you don’t have to meet them yet, if you 
don't want to. Floodgates only come open when you’ re okay with it, yeah?” 


His master is so kind. He is so kind that he is leaving an opening for Jaime to offer himself instead 
of simply taking him. Jaime’s mind stutters for a bit, thinks on how to make a suitable offer, how 
to best please this new benevolent master, but again he comes up short, at a loss for words like the 
useless tactless imbecile that he is. 


Then once again, Master Dimitri shows him mercy, moving nearer himself, initiates what Jaime 
cannot be brave enough to offer. His large arms curl tentatively round Jaime’s small shoulders, a 
concerned remark made about Jaime’s wholly quivering frame and Jaime tries to shove down the 


impossibly rude reflex to gag at howclose Master Dimitri is pressing against his body, even 
clothed, and Jaime knows what he has to do, but he- he can’t- 


He can. He peers up at his master from under his lashes, leans closer, slowly, surely. He knows 
what his master wants. He can serve. He can. 


“And how would my Master Dimitri, as of now, prefer this slave?” He asks, hoping his voice does 
not hitch, hoping the languid tug at his master’s breeches will be offer enough for Master. 


Master Dimitri makes a peculiar strangled noise from the bottom of his throat. “Jaime.” He pulls 
away and reaches down to pry Jaime’s fingers off, gently, so gently- yet why does Jaime’s heart 
still splinter in two? “I- I don’t want that from you.” 


If earlier Jaime’s heart splinters in two, now his halved hearts are discarded into the deepest, 
darkest abyss of discombobulating waves that dices them into crushed nothings. 


This time, this time, Jaime does fall to the floor, slides down to his knees, assuming the perfect 
supplicant’s pose, as perfect as can be, both hands clasping on Master Dimitri’s sacred one. He 
dares not look up to face the derision, the disgust that must be present on the master’s face. Instead, 
he bends lower and lower still, till his lips practically rest inches from the master’s palms. 


“Master, Master, however this slave may have erred, however this slave has offended your gracious 
sensibilities,’ He shakes and shakes and shakes, he knows Master Dimitri does not like shaking 
slaves, but he just can’t seem to stop. “This slave begs forgiveness, though it knows it is so unfit to 
even dream of such mercy, but if Master may grant this slave permission to beg for one thing, just 
one thing-” 


“What is it,” Master Dimitri sounds hoarse. That cannot be a good sign. “You don’t have to beg, 
Jaime, just tell me-” 


“-this slave pledges its thanks to your magnanimous self forever and after,” Jaime pants, heart 
thumping miles a second. “After Master has exacted this slave’s most deserving punishment, after 
this slave has been put to death for its own good, may Master please-” 


“We’re not going to kill you!” 


“Please spare my village of this slave’s sins,” Jaime doesn’t know what words are coming out of 
his mouth at this point. He just needs to, he just needs to make sure that the wolves won’t go after 
his family - and could he even call them that still, after all that has been said and done? “This 
slave’s cowardice alone resulted in the torture of your people. Please-” 


The small, unassuming wooden door behind him clicks open. 
“Dima?” A voice, unfamiliar, sturdy, and exuding definite authority. 
Jaime wisely clamps his mouth shut. 


Lada briefly takes in the scene before her. Dimitri, half-sitting on the bed’s edge, expression torn 
and the new mage, Jaime, kneeling on the ground with his forehead practically pressed to Dimitri’s 
hand. 


“Dima,” She calls again, louder. This time, Dimitri’s head swivels up and his eyes are shining. 
“Could you fetch Ash?” 


Dimitri hesitates, looking down at Jaime and then back at her, worry inscribed on his face even 
without telepathic connection. Lada remembers just as well, their conversation the first night 
Jaime’s unconscious form was admitted under their care. He had insisted he be the first person to 
greet Jaime when he woke. The plan was to gradually expose Jaime to the rest of the pack, starting 
with Dimitri himself then ending with her as the alpha, since she was most at risk to trigger Jaime 
due to the status of her position. Clearly though, that plan is going to do much better thrown out the 
very metaphorical window. 


“He might need medical attention,” She explains quietly. “He’s awake three days ahead of 
schedule.” 


She doesn’t miss the way the mage flinches. Dimitri doesn’t either. 


Lada, Dima speaks, the tremble evident even in their minds. He’s terrified. He thinks he’s our 
slave. 


Lada’s eyes soften. [Il talk to him. Don’t worry. 


Dima looks at her once more, searching, and Lada wishes he didn’t have to. She wishes he could 
trust her as easily as he did before the capture, trust her as alpha to make the right calls, trust her to 
handle the things that he cannot, because he’s pack. She could do anything for him. 


Ill keep him safe, she promises. Go. 


Dima lets out a breath, nods. He gingerly extricates himself from Jaime’s hold, steps aside and 
doesn’t let Lada pat his shoulder on his way out. /’m fine, he tells her. 


(He is not actually ‘fine’, but Lada will let him have that for now.) 


After he leaves, Jaime’s frame, if possible, starts shaking even harder. He’s taking dangerously 
shallow breaths, almost wheezing and the closer Lada tries to move towards him, the faster those 
breaths become. She crouches down to the floor instead, a respectable distance away from him. 


“Jaime? I know you’re scared, but I’m going to need you to listen for a while, okay?” 


The mage nods frantically. Lada doubts he would have done anything but even if he isn’t 
hyperventilating on the floor. She shelves that thought for later. 


“Can you take a breath?” Lada raps the wooden planks with her knuckles, tilting her head so she 
gets at least a sideview of his face. “A deep breath, through your nose. Like this,” She takes an 
exaggerated inhale, hoping Jaime will follow along - which, he does, albeit stutteringly. ““That’s 
right, Jaime, just like that. Let’s hold it in now, yeah? I'll count down from seven for you.” 


She counts, watches his shoulders slowly sag. 


“And now a long breath out,” She blows out another exaggerated exhale, together with Jaime. 
“Good job. A few more, just to get you slightly more calm, alright?” 


Jaime is terrifyingly good at following instructions. His breaths grow steady after a while. 


“T’m Lada,” She settles down on the ground finally, legs crossed, still breathing deep and slow so 
Jaime can mirror her for as long as he needs to. “Would you like to tell me what made you so 
afraid?” She chooses not to say anything more than that, even though there are a dozen other things 
she could think of to say right now, she let the question hover, opening up her posture, inviting 
Jaime to take the next step only when he was ready. 


Jaime’s eyes flicker towards her, as if scanning for some hidden meaning behind her words, before 
drifting down just as quickly. His teeth chew on the bottom of his lower lip, and just as Lada thinks 
he won’t be saying anything for now, he hesitantly asks, “How may this slave be of service to your 
pack?” 


He says this, plain, simple, as if there couldn’t be any other reason for his continued existence. 
Lada idly wishes she ripped out more than just the hunter’s throats. 


“You’re not a slave here,” She keeps her tone soft, soothing. She doesn’t try to get Jaime to look at 
her, but she does hold out her hand on the floor, palm up, decidedly within the mage’s peripheral 
vision. “Dimitri told me about your courage back in the hunter’s den. You saved them all, he says.” 


“This slave is undeserving of such high accolade,” Jaime bows. 


“You’re not a slave here,” Lada repeats lightly. “An alpha’s promise is law, and I promise that you 
do not have to serve anyone here. We won’t hurt you, do or make you do anything that you don’t 
want to do. You’re safe here.” 


Jaime doesn’t give more of a reaction other than a pensive word of gratitude, and even then he 
sounds decidedly skeptical. 


Well, tentative acceptance is inherently better than unbridled terror, at any rate. 


Alright, eavesdroppers. You can come in now. Lada allows, because she sensed Dima and Ash 
standing by the door a long few minutes ago, and there doesn’t seem to be much else she can say 
now to assuage Jaime’s current uncertainties. 


“What am I here then, esteemed alpha?” Jaime speaks up suddenly, just as the door comes open 
with two concerned wolves barging hastily in. Oddly, Jaime doesn’t startle at all, only continues to 
stare at Lada with this resolute blankness on his face. 


“You’re Jaime,” Lada replies firmly. “And I’m Lada.” Her hand lifts off from the ground. “It’s 
good to meet you.” 


Jaime shakes her hand. It feels something like a significant first step, but Jaime doesn’t really know 
how to silence the blaring siren of lies lies lies chanting in the back of his mind. 


He’s not really sure if he should. 
This is still supposed to be retribution, after all. (...Right?) 


That night, retribution comes by way of fire in his arse, phantom lashes on his back, Master 
Eskender’s crooning tune in the side of his ear as he scrambles to escape, as he crawls helplessly, 
whining for someone, anyone to save him, please, please, please- 


It’s alright. Someone cards their fingers through his damp locks. They’re dead. They’re all dead. 


Dead? Who is dead? Him? Is this hell? Jaime clings to the someone’s shirt, trying to bite back tears 
but at the same time sobbing hopelessly. If this is to be his eternity, Jaime gladly surrenders. It is 
all that he deserves, after all. He understands. 


It’s alright. The someone soothes, a low, guttural sound. You’re safe here. Safe. 


(lies lies lies) 


Hours pass. Days go. The mage continues to live. He doesn’t ever exit his room. 


Dimitri honestly doesn’t know what he had been expecting. That Jaime would bounce out of 
consciousness with an exuberant smile of triumph and relief at the news of the hunters’ downfall? 
That he would somehow forget that the first thing Dimitri did upon their meeting was tear his fangs 
through his scapula? 


He tries to apologize to Jaime for that stunt, only because he feels bad about it and had always been 
planning to apologize from the start. It was absolutely not because Lada had given him her 
signature impassive raised eyebrow when he confessed said matter to her the day before. 


“You were well within your rights to treat me as you did, sir,” Dimitri winces at the title, but at the 
very least, it isn’t Master Dimitri anymore. “I was still your captor, at the end of the day.” 


“Not by choice,” Dimitri reminds, placing the mug of broth and a new set of books by Jaime’s 
bedside table. “Not because you wanted to be.” 


Jaime purses his lips. “The deed was still done.” 


“And I still bit your shoulder,” Dimitri settles on the couch the wolves had brought in because 
Jaime grew skittish every time someone sits on the floor while he stays on the bed. “I’m sorry. 
Things would’ve gone much easier if I didn’t antagonize you as much as I did.” 


“One might argue that things would have gone much easier had I not been there at all,” Jaime 
snaps, a rare moment of bold dryness Dimitri inwardly celebrates, though it vanishes just as 
quickly as it surfaces. “But if it comforts you, sir, know that I hold no grudge for the bite. Thank 
you for your kind consideration.” 


Apologizing for maiming another person’s body is hardly kind consideration, but Dimitri would 
take what he could get. 


“Have you read any of the-” Dimitri waves at the parchment and paper piled by Jaime’s bed. They 
should probably build him a shelf some time, huh. 


“T’ve read them, yes,” Jaime nods. “They’re very enjoyable.” 
“Good. That’s, um, good.” It is a good thing, right? Jaime focusing on something that he enjoys? 


“T’m glad you think so, sir,” Jaime reaches for the books hesitantly, eyeing Dimitri from the corner 
of his eye as he did so, as if expecting Dimitri to finally put his foot down this time and say, Nope, 
no books today because you enjoy them so much. “It is a good way to keep my mind off... things.” 


Things. It is unfairly infuriating, how easy it is to bundle up the entire shitshow period of their 
lives, the one where Dimitri had been given front-row seats to witness and experience, could be 
summed up so simply in a single word. Things. 


Dimitri nudges the mug closer to Jaime’s side, though he knows the chances of Jaime actually 


drinking the broth while he's in the room is close to nil. It’s sort of a routine now - Dimitri brings in 
Jaime’s meals since he doesn’t seem inclined to emerge from his room and no one wants to rush 
him out, Jaime consumes them once Dimitri leaves, washes whatever eating utensil in the attached 
washroom then passes it back to Dimitri the next time he visits. 


Jaime buries his face in his book, pretending not to notice. Dimitri doesn’t sigh, but it’s a close 
thing. 


“What about you, sir?” 


Dimitri tips his head sideways, but Jaime appears to be distracted by skimming through the 
summaries of his new series of fantasy novellas. “How have you been faring, as of late?” 


It is... not a particularly fresh sentiment, nor is it a welcomed one - Dimitri has made a habit of 
glaring venomously at anyone who asks some distant form of ‘are you alright?’ because that was a 
stupid question. He got captured, then got rescued. No need to rub it in. 


But this is Jaime, and he’s... Jaime’s different. He’s as much a survivor as Dimitri is, if not more. 


“Well, I’m not exactly leaping out of bed with joy every morning,” Dimitri shrugs, leaning back 
into his couch. “Not too excited about getting back into bed each night either.” 


Jaime finally selects one out of the stack. “Night terrors?” 


Dimitri scowls, but he doesn’t lash out because a) Jaime is absolutely the master of night terrors, 
Dimitri has seen him in those terrors and b) how much of a dick would Dimitri be to rage at an 
individual he’s supposed to be apologizing to? He rubs the back of his neck instead. “Yeah. That.” 


Jaime seems to hesitate, before visibly straightening his shoulders, “I know a spell, sir. It doesn’t... 
erase the terrors, not completely, but it can give you at least one night of peace,” He looks down at 
the book on his lap. “If you will trust this cowardly mage in your space before you retreat to 
slumber.” 


Yeah, no. None of that. 
“Jaime. You’re the bravest mage I’ve ever met.” 
He opens the book. “I’m rather sure I’m the only mage you’ ve ever met, sir.” 


Dimitri grins. “Semantics.” Then a beat later, he realises Jaime is still hovering for an answer, in 
that weird tense way that he holds his body. He shifts in his seat. “I... I wouldn’t mind.” He really 
didn’t. If there lives a chance of having just one night without the rough illusion of scratchy ropes 
binding his arms, or the suffocating chains of being forced into an unchangeable shift, or the 
constant thread of pain anger pain anger- 


Yeah. Dimitri would really love to live without having to sleep with that on his mind. 


“Are there others?” Jaime sits with his back pressed against the wall, face half-concealed by the 
obnoxiously large book covers. “Who suffer from these nightmares?” 


Dimitri grimaces, thinking of Brennan rocking himself to sleep each night, Mala waking with 
snarls and tears in her eyes - it must be terrifying, to be out of torture but still so far from their pack. 
Lada gave them her word that Hearthstone would do everything they could to reach the stray 
wolves’ respective packs but some packs literally lived across seas and with the damage within 
their own circles, they hadn’t really had time to organize such a heroic excursion. 


“T could,” Jaime chews on his bottom lip. “I could help them.” 
Dimitri raises his eyebrows. “You know you don’t have to, right?” 


Uncertainty removes itself from Jaime’s posture, replaced by that disgusting blank acquiescence. 
“Of course, sir. I understand." 


Understand what, Dimitri wants to ask, but then Jaime plucks the mug from the bedside table, 
which is a rarity in itself that Dimitri would never choose to interrupt. Jaime hesitantly takes a sip, 
and though he feigns casual calmness, Dimitri could hear his heartbeat racing (werewolf hearing 
had its perks) and those feeble hands were clasping way too tightly on the mug. 


He notes the way Jaime’s eyes slip to the door, and then back to his book just as swiftly. 
Wait. Dimitri blinks. “You think you’re not allowed to go out?” 


The response is immediate. The book falls out of Jaime’s hands to his lap, and the stricken, 
terrified expression Dimitri hasn’t seen reappear on his face since that first time he woke up 
returns. He clambers to get off the bed and on his knees before Dimitri could think to stop him and 
okay, maybe he should have worded that a little less accusingly because- 


“This mage appreciates fully the hospitality of your pack, sir, your alpha has been kind and 
accommodating, allowing my healthy presence despite my trespasses and this slave should never 
dream of asking for more than has already been given,” Jaime’s voice breaks off at the end, eyes a 
sheen of wet haze and Dimitri wishes he could move from his couch to console him but he can’t 
because Jaime is still scared shitless of him because he equates Dimitri to Eskender in his mind 
because Dimitri fucking bit his shoulder and then let him take a stab at himself-. 


“Jaime,” Dimitri swallows. “Breathe.” 


Jaime obeys immediately. Something Lada mentioned before, his uncanny ability to obey even in 
panic mode. 


“Good job. You know you’re not a slave here, yeah?” 
Jaime nods listlessly, but makes no move to remove himself from the ground. 


“And you’re not a prisoner either,” Dimitri adds, not sure how much of this Jaime is actually 
registering. 


“Then what am I?” He’s asked this question before, with the same desperation, the same 
ferventness, the same broken tune because apparently the fact that he is a person who deserves to 
live cannot be reason enough for him to stay. “I can’t just be Jaime to you, nor to many outside of 
this room. I am- I have robbed countless wolves of their livelihoods-” 


A fizzle of connection, and suddenly Dimitri is broken out of reverie as his alpha’s stern voice 
urges him, Tell him he’s pack, Dima. Tell him he's offered a place. 


Dimitri snipes. Who’s eavesdropping now? 
Dima. 
Dimitri sighs. “Lada tells me you’re pack.” 


Jaime’s head swipes up incredulously. “She did not.” 


“She did,” Dimitri leans forward, forehead almost touching Jaime’s. 
Jaime frowns. “You- you’re just saying that.” 


“IT want you to be pack, Jaime,” Dimitri holds the mage’s doubtful gaze, unfaltering. “You begged 
me to accept you, which I refused way too many times than can be considered fine, but now it’s 
different.” He gently tugs Jaime by the arm, who relents easily enough, letting Dimitri maneuver 
him off the floor. “Now I’m offering you a place, with the official alpha’s seal of approval. It’s up 
to you to say whether you’d like the place or not.” 


“What about-” 


“The others will learn to live with the alpha’s decision,” Dimitri answers honestly, because he 
knows there are still others who are wary of letting a mage within their ranks. “And if they don’t, 
I’m willing to fight for you.” 


Jaime sits back onto the bed, musing, looking very much like he doesn’t believe a word of what 
Dimitri just said. “I- I cannot believe that, sir.” 


“That’s alright,” Dimitri smiles softly. “We can go out tomorrow, meet up with the others, let them 
get to know you.” He pauses. “I can introduce you, if you like?” 


Jaime presses his lips together, looks for a second like he wants to argue further, but in the end he 
simply inclines his head appeasingly. “If it’s not too much trouble.” 


“Never,” Dimitri says, a little too intensely, handing him the forgotten mug. “You’re safe here, 
Jaime.” 


That night, Dimitri guides Jaime to his private chambers and allows him to press deft fingers to the 
side of his temple. He watches those golden brown eyes slide shut, drifting gently into sleep. 
Dimitri looks decidedly harmless this way, the soft brown curls framing his face, the quiet rise and 
fall of his broad chest. 


Jaime exits Dimitri’s chambers once he’s fully asleep, and at each turn he expects someone to jump 
from behind and chastise him for wandering unsupervised. To hold him down and run hot rods into 
his back. To punish him for his insolence. 


None of those things happen. A few subtle glances his way, a couple hushed whispers but overall 
Jaime reaches his (his!) room in one piece with all his limbs intact. 


He crumples to the floor upon arrival, back pressed against the locked door (only now he realizes 
that it locks from the inside), heart pounding. 


You’re safe here, Jaime. 

(lies lies lies) 

Jaime chokes. 

You're not a prisoner. We won't hurt you. 


(never never never) 


He tears at his hair, sobbing. 
You're pack. 
(Is this my retribution?) 


(lies lies lies) 
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Claim this slave, Master. 


Dimitri strikes the straw dummy with his waster, eyes cast under the locks of hair he 
hadn’t yet trimmed. 


Was I good, Master? 


The waster clambers down on the dummy, over and over again, and for a second Dimitri sees the 
shadow of Eskender looming down on him, knife and ropes in hand. 


Pretty boys present for their masters, don’t they? The monster reaches his filthy hands through the 
bars, dragging Jaime till he’s pressed snug against the monster’s crotch. 


Dimitri snarls, striking the hunter down, ripping him to pieces, till he is nothing left but flesh and 
bone and blood- 


Yes, Master. 


“Dimitri, are you okay?” 


Thank you, Master. 


His powerful jaws clench down, raw and deep, and he wants the monster to hurt, to hurt so 
viscerally that his soul burns even in the afterlife. 


“Dima-” 


He does not look up, does not shift. He pants and glares down at the monster, the still smirking, 
still grinning son of a bitch. 


“Dimitri,” The edge of his alpha. A humming brew, authority. And then softer, “Dima.” 


Dimitri stops, breathing sharply. He catches the warm pine scent of Lada, the motherly floral scent 
of Mirza, the calm autumn breath of Ash - his pack, all around him, safe. He’s safe. 


He turns his snout to what’s left of the dummy. Well, shit. 


“T'll clean it up,” He says as he shifts back to two legs, and he hates, hates, hates the 
unbidden wave of relief that surfaces when he is able to. “Sorry.” 


“You don’t have to be, Dima,” Mirza approaches quietly, as if she was afraid Dimitri might balk if 
she moved too fast. “Let’s do it together?” 


Dimitri wants to say no, but a stern look from Lada makes him huff and shrug instead. 


He barrels past Ash, who reaches out to squeeze his arm, the known sign of pack comfort and 
Dimitri pauses barely a second before pushing away because Dimitri is a fighter, god damn it. He 
protects pack. He’s one of the frontrunning attackers. He’s not- he’s not weak. 


You’re not, buddy, Ash whispers. You’re a survivor. 


Dimitri sends enough affronted exasperation down their bonds that Ash raises his hands and walks 
away. Lada considers him a moment, before nodding to Mirza in a patented gesture of, Take care of 
him. 


Dimitri would snarl, if Lada weren’t alpha. He didn’t need to be taken care of. He took care of 
himself. He’s been doing that since the capture. He didn’t need to be coddled, or fed, or suffer 
surreptitious concern as if he was on the brink of breaking at any given moment. 


He isn’t weak. 


Every time the morning sun rises, Jaime makes sure to be out of bed, to have it tidied as best he 
can. He makes sure to be sitting quietly on the edge, back straight waiting for someone to visit, to 
have a chat, to offer him kindness (to take him if they wanted to.) He makes sure to be ready for 
them if they wished to approach him. 


Today, however, he picks up the courage to stand at the door, hands clasped behind his back. 


We can go out tomorrow, Dimitri had said. You’re pack. 


Jaime... Jaime doesn’t quite know what to think about that. All he knows is his master saviour is 
granting him permission to exit this room, and Jaime will forever be grateful for that. The wolves 
have no reason to treat him with as much kindness as they have. 


He would gladly do anything for them, whatever they ask. 


A knock comes at the door. “Jaime?” 


Jaime stiffens. It is not Dimitri. The door opens, and Jaime tries to sink down to his knees, his 
rightful place, but Lada catches his arm before he can. 


“There’s no need for that, Jaime,” Lada looks at him softly. Behind her, another wolf stands, gold- 
rimmed glasses perched on the bridge of her nose, dark hair tied in a messy half-bun. 


“Khalida,” The wolf extends a hand. “Glad to see ya’ up.” 


Khalida is pack second, he remembers Dimitri mentioning. 


Jaime dips his head down to his chest, in polite reverence, but Khalida bounces her outstretched 
hand in his field of view so vigorously, he has no choice but to accept it. His eyes flick over to 
Lada, but she shows no sign of displeasure. Still, he removes his hand from Khalida’s touch and 
places it behind his back as quickly as he can. 


Lada clears her throat. “Dima tells me you want to help treat some of the captives?” 


Jaime nods tentatively, eyes flipping to the ground, fingers pinching the inside of his palms. “I do, 
if it would please you.” 


Both Khalida and Lada are taller than he is, and though they do not tower over him quite like 
Eskender and Irina, Jaime still feels rather small in their presence. It is all he can do not to drop 
down and make himself smaller. 


“Ts it something you want to do?” Lada asks, her hands gently guiding Jaime’s face upwards so it 
does not sink quite so low. 


Jaime flounders for a bit but manages to make himself still in the alpha’s hands. “I- it- It does not 
matter, alpha.” 


“Jaime?” Lada’s voice is quiet and firm, and she’s placing her strong hands over Jaime’s shoulders, 
bending lower till her face is inches away from his. “Jaime, can you look at me?” 


It is only then that Jaime realises that his eyes had been squeezed shut. They spring open 
immediately. 


What he sees is a pair of soft brown eyes, freckles dotting the tips of his alpha’s arched nose and a 
kind almost sad smile adorning her lips. It is the gentlest of looks Jaime has been recipient of for a 
long, long time. 


It is this look, this quiet calm pair of eyes just inches away from his, and the fervent humming in 
his heart of hearts, beating against his ribcage that makes him realise, /’m pack. 


Lada’s smile widens. You are. 


Jaime looks to Khalida, because she’s pack second and surely she would intercept if Lada was 
making a wrong decision but she only nods encouragingly back at him. He takes a step back. 
“Why?” 


“You’ve been pack the moment we found you,” Khalida offers, bumping her shoulders against 
Lada as she straightens up. “We wolves can’t help the instinct to protect the critically wounded, 
y know.” 


“T,” Jaime bites the insides of his cheek. “I have been cause for the death of many wolves. Each 
year at least a couple hundred wolves are hunted. Three quarters of those are killed by the end of 
the year,” He says this without inflection, as if it is just a simple fact of life, as if the deaths on his 
shoulders are just that. A number. “It is imperative that your honored self take this into 
consideration.” 


He doesn’t know why he’s fighting this. He just knows that he has to let them know. 


“You didn’t have a choice,” Lada replies. 


“There is always a choice, alpha,” Jaime shivers, he shouldn’t be talking back like this, not when he 
wants so desperately to be let out this room but he can’t help it. He needs to understand why, he 
needs to know that this isn’t some form of long-run retribution. He needs to know that he’s actually 
safe. 


(that it’s not just, lies lies lies) 


“Even so,” Lada squeezes his arm. “You chose to survive, and then you chose to save Dima. You 
chose to link yourself with our pack, even when you were in so much pain, when you didn’t know 
what was ahead of you. You chose us, Jaime.” 


“And I wouldn’t exactly call choosing between your own pain and the pain of another much of a 
choice,” Khalida adds, sliding her hands into her breech pockets, leaning back against the door 


frame. “I’m glad you chose to live up till now. I like you.” 


“She also really likes dumping her novel collection on you,” Lada teases, Khalida responding by 
very maturely blowing a raspberry. 


Jaime looks down. “But I’m...” His nails dig desperately into his palms, grasping at seams. “I’m 


” 


me. 


(Weak. Cowardly. Subservient.) 


“You matter, Jaime,” Lada turns back to him. 


“Tm a slave.” 


“You were a slave,” Lada says the word with a sour tang on her toungue. “You’re free now. So if 
you want to do something, do it. If you don’t want to, you don’t have to. My responsibilities as 
alpha extends to protect you so you will be willing to protect this pack.” 


“T am,” Jaime answers instantly, because he is. He would use his magic to heal all of the 
Hearthstone pack if he could. 


Lada nods, like that’s enough. “Good.” She moves away, giving his arm one last squeeze. “And 
I’m still Lada, by the way. We’re not so formal here.” 


She moves to stand on the other side of the doorway, Khalida following her in one neat step and 
for some reason Jaime is still rooted to the spot because this can’t be true. This can’t be true, not 
for him. 


But Khalida only quirks a brow, and Lada waves at him to follow her and Jaime does. It is nothing 
and everything all at once. 


“Hey,” Dimitri slides into the seat next to Jaime. 


Jaime ducks his head lightly. “Hi.” 


It is a novelty, to have Jaime sit with them at pack lunch, but Mirza and the other cooks seem 
unfazed enough by the extra occupant in their seats. Probably because everyone felt the 
solidification of Jaime’s branching bond when Lada officially accepted him. It had been floating in 
their orbits for a while now, the only step left was the alpha’s approval, really. The pack is oddly 
protective of the young mage. 


Dimitri doesn’t blame them. He is too. 


One of the other captives that had yet to be collected by their pack, Mila plops down right next to 
Jaime, who flinches slightly and that is all Dimitri needs to start baring his fangs at her. 


“Oh, please, Dimitri,” Khalida raises her voice from two seats up. “Keep those teeth, will you?” 


Dimitri was going to, except Mila starts showing just as much teeth as he is, answering the 
challenge with the vigour no one has in a long, long while, like a true wolf and- 


“Sir,” Jaime pulls at his sleeves. “Please stop. I’m fine.” 


Mila deflates almost immediately, as does Dimitri. They were both witnesses to the cruelties Jaime 
faced in their cage, they should know better than to hold a fight with him in the middle. 


Stupid, Dimitri thinks. Mila seems to be thinking along the same lines, scratching her chin 
sheepishly with the back of her fork. 


“Children, the lot of you,” Mirza chides as reaches over Dimitri to place plates of sandwiches 
across the luncheon table. 


And then the actual children came scampering in after their training session with old Hendrik and 
seats their lot directly opposite Dimitri. It isn’t long before real pandemonium unfolds right before 
his eyes. Pups nipping at each others ears, discreetly stealing food bits from each other even though 


there is plenty enough to go around, and Dimitri thinks he sees Rowen intentionally spill juice on 
Darius’ pants when he isn’t looking. 


When Darius finally notices, his pants is practically dripping wet on one side and he scowls up at 
Rowen, looking positively ready to get at her the same way Dimitri was ready to get at Mila. 
Dimitri catches Khalida’s eyes and lifts a brow expectantly. Khalida shrugs and turns away. 


Double standard, that’s what this is. 


When Dimitri turns back, however, he notices Darius’ eyes blown wide in awe, heads suddenly 
bent close to Rowen, whispering something about magic and drying spells. 


Jaime shifts in his seat, and looks like he’s trying very hard not to smile. 


His plate is empty. 


Frowning, Dimitri fills his own plate with two sandwiches and a couple slices of fruit, passing one 
of each to Jaime, who startles at the gesture. 


“Thank you, sir,” He picks his hands from under the table, accepting the food so hurriedly Dimitri 
thinks he might actually fall from his seat. 


“You can call him Dimitri, you know that right?” Mila perks, chewing on her own meal. She has 
one arm shielding her entire bowl. “Just like how you can call me Mila?” 


“Yes, of course, my apologies,” Jaime dips his head down again and Dimitri really, really wants to 
punch something. 


He doesn’t. Instead, he takes a breath, plasters a smile. “Call me whatever you want to.” 


“We were in there together,” Mila doesn’t specify where ‘there’ is but everyone knows what she 
means. A couple of the other non-Hearthstone wolves turn their heads, and Dimitri can positively 
feel his own pack prick their ears. “We survived that shit together. You don’t have to be any 
different from us.” 


“That is... kind of you to say,” Jaime replies haltingly. 


Mila shoves another piece of bread into her mouth. “It’s not kind. It’s just what it is.” 


Dimitri doesn’t really know if Jaime agrees, or if he’s just nodding for the sake of nodding, but he 
does see him take a few more apple slices by himself after that. 


That night, Jaime makes his rounds with the previous captives, asks them the same questions, 
makes sure they are alright with letting a mage touch their minds. Most are too worn by sleepless 
nights to give anything but assent, but there are some who blatantly refuse. 


They all do so kindly, though, and for that Jaime is grateful. 


Mila calls after him before he leaves her room. 


“You know we don’t blame you, right?” She asks. 


He had only been officially acquainted with her this morning, after Lada and Khalida had shown 
him round the Hearthstone abode. 


Unofficially, though, he remembered her as the scraggly greyhound constantly on his left with 
Dimitri on his right. She never gave him more than a cursory glance, considering they were in the 
throes of fighting each breath of survival but when nights came, she was... she gave him warmth. 


“Thank you,” He says softly, and closes her door. 


Dimitri is his last patient. He taps on his door gently. 


“Come in,” Dimitri calls. 


Jaime enters. 


When Jaime comes into his room, all Dimitri can think of is how much better he looks. Gone are 
the sallow bags under his eyes, the too thin jaw structure jutting out awkwardly with all the other 
malnourished parts of him. 


He isn’t happy, per se. But he is healthier. 


“T’m sorry,” He blurts. 


Jaime stares at him. ““What for?” 


“T said I was going to introduce you today but I-” He rubs the skin behind his neck. “I got 
sidetracked.” 


Jaime’s eyes soften. “I know that, sir.” 


“You're also a very good person,” Dimitri continues and he kind of wants to put a sock in his 
mouth but Jaime is listening to him, and Dimitri desperately needs to talk to someone who listens. 
“A brave person. A kind one.” 


Jaime crouches down beside Dimitri, who’s curled comfortably in his quilts, looking up at him 
with this contemplative look in his eyes. As if he knows Dimitri isn’t just saying this for Jaime’s 
benefit. As if- 


Oh, right. He knows. He’s pack. 


“Tm a fighter in this pack,” He explains, a bit nonsensically. “Ill do anything to protect it.” 


Jaime nods solemnly. “As will I.” 


Dimitri stops for a while, chews on his lip before finally he settles on, “I’m happy you’re pack.” 


Jaime smiles lightly, one of the rare few that Dimitri has seen. He gently strokes a hand through 
Dimitri’s locks, pressing two fingers to the side of his temple, just as he did the night before. 


I can hear the sound of your heartbeat, he hears Jaime’s soothing tone reverberate. You’re not 
lying. 


I never was. 


I know, Dima, Dimitri feels something warm curl up his gut hearing Jaime’s inner voice speak his 
name. 


“Sleep well, Dimitri,” Jaime gives his head a final caress and Dimitri is almost ashamed how 
eagerly he leans into the touch, except this is Jaime. Any touch from Jaime is the most blessed, 
most comforting touch in the world, and Dimitri would be fool to scorn that trust. 


“You too, Jaime,” Dimitri whispers, watching him click the door shut. 


He is no fool. Jaime is still recovering, all the captives are, and there are still so, so many hurdles 
left to throw but as of now, only one thing truly matters. Jaime is pack and Dimitri can protect him. 
Dimitri will protect him. 


Jaime makes his way to his room, this time he doesn’t steal glances at those around him, he simply 
walks. He walks slowly, at a leisured pace, and when he reaches his room with only a nod to tall 
Ruslan on the side, he does not fall to the ground. 


You’re safe, Jaime. 


He’s pack. It is that simple. He is safe. 


Chapter End Notes 


If you feel that a) Dimitri/Jaime's dialogue is inconsistent, you are absolutely right. I 
feel so too LMAO I just had no idea WHAT made it inconsistent (probably the long 
span of time in between when I wrote Ch 2 and Ch 3) and I was hella impatient to get 
this out and give it an ending so just um if it reads weird i'm sorry hhhhhhh. Take this 
piece with a grain of salt. A small mindless comforting read, if you will and if you 
liked it, thank you so much for reading this word vomit. 


also, as usual, if you wanna, come find me on Tumblr ; asks and dms open! 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


